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1. Task-Based Language Teaching at School Omt.exte in Japan 
Task-based language teaching (TBLT) aims at developing procedural ability in the use of a serond 
language (L2) by providing learners with opportunities t.o use it in a oommunicative manner. TBLT 
assumes the need for focus-on-form <Long 1991) - type of instruction that draws students' attention to 
linguistic elements as they arise incidentally in lessons whose overriding focus is on meaning or 
communication. 
Ellis (2012) suggested four criteria for a task: 
1. The primary focus should be on 'meaning' (i.e. learners should be mainly concerned with 
encoding and decoding mes.sages not with focusing on linguistic form). 
2. There should be some kind of 'gap' (i.e. a need to convey information, to express an opinion or to 
infer meaning). 
3. Learners should largely rely on their own resources {linguistic and non·linguistic) in order to 
complete the activity. That is, learners are not 'taught' the language they will need to perform a 
task although they may be able to 'borrow' from the input the task provides to help them perform it. 
4. There is a clearly defined outcome other than the use of language (i.e. the language serves as the 
means for achieving the outcome, not as an end in its own right). Thus, when performing a task, 
learners are not primarily concerned with using language correctly but rather with achieving the 
goal stipulated by the task. 
These four criteria aim t.o ensure that a task results in language use where learners treat language as 
a tool for achieving a communicative outcome (e.g., finding clifferenres in two pictures in a Spot-the· 
Difference task} rather than as an object t.o be studied, analysed and displayed (e.g., using accurate 
locational prepositions). Providing a model dialogue for a role play activity, thus, cannot be called as a 
task because the learner is likely to pay more attention to the accurate reproduction of the scripted 
dialogue and does not use bis/her own linguistic resources. 
A numbers of reseai'Chers support TBLT as a means of providing optimal leaning opportunities 
for L2 leaming in the classroom (Bygate, 1999; Doughty & Long, 2003; Ellis, 2003; Samuda & Bygate, 
2008; Skehan, 1998, 2002; Willis & Willis, 2007). However, with a few exceptions (e.g., East, 2012; 
Verheyden & Verhelst, 2007), TBLT has not been extensively implemented in school contexts. This is 
particularly the case in Japan, despite the increasing emphasis the government plares on developing 
communicative English ability (e.g., MEXT, 2011). 
One major hindrance to implementing tasks in school oontexts is the fixed linguistic syllabus 
oriented t.owards university entrance examinations. Nu.nan (2oo3) pointed out that while the 
Japanese curriculum emphasises the "implementation of communicative activities t.o enable students 
to oommunicate their feelings or thoughts", in actual classrooms "teachers emphasise the development 
of reading and writing skills to help learners pass entrance exams t.o senior high school and, later, 
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university" (Nunan, 2003, p. 600). The same problems are evident in other Asian countries (e.g., 
Carless, 2007; Hu, 2002; Jing, 2006; Kubota, 2011). However, although this is true in junior and senior 
high schools in Japan, it does not apply to the elementary school contexts because the elementary 
school is still a long way from the high-school or university entrance examinations, and at this 
moment, there is no fixed linguistic syllabus for these schools in Japan. As English has not been 
considered an academic subject in elementary schools, teachers are free to choose the type of syllabus 
thus making the introduction ofTBLT more feasible. 
TBLT can be considered suitable for elementary schools for a number of reasons. Younger 
children are generally considered better able to learn language incidentally rather than intentionally. 
The main principle of tasks is to treat language as a tool to achieve some defined task outcome other 
than a linguistic outcome. Learning takes place in the course of achieving the outcome. Also, as 
elementary school teachers generally teach most of the subjects in the curriculum, it would be easy for 
them to integrate English into the teaching of other subjects. For these reasons, I suggest that the 
elementary schools should employ TBLT. 
To this end, in the following sections, I will examine two major problems facin the introduction of 
TBLT in the elementary school - the learners' low proficiency levels and the teachers' lack of skills in 
implementing tasks. I will also suggest ways in which TBLT can be implemented in elementary school 
contexts in Japan. 
2. Tasks fur Low Proficiency Leamers 
One criticism ofTBLT is that it is not applicable to beginner L2 learners because such learners 
need 'some English' before moving on t.o performing tasks (e.g., Swan, 2005). This view supports the 
commonly used present-practice-produce (PPP) approach where a predetermined language feature is 
explicitly taught first, followed by intensive production exercises which move from controlled to more 
free production types. Some argue that using tasks in the last phase of PPP (i.e., called by Ellis (2003) 
task-supported language teaching) rather than task-based approach is more practical in foreign 
language contexts such as Japan (e.g., Shehadeh, 2005; Takashima, 2011). The problem with PPP is, 
as a number of researchers have pointed out <Ellis, 2009; Willis & Willis, 2007; Long, 2014), that 
learners are likely t.o focus on the accuracy in the last phase of PPP. In other words the 'task' loses its 
'taskness'. In Shintani (2012), I examined the conversations that took place in a PPP classroom with 
six-year-old beginner children and showed that the interactions that occun-ed during the activities had 
similar characteristics t.o the 'form and accuracy contexts' that Seedhouse (2004) described, where the 
accurate production of the L2 was the main focus throughout the three phases of PPP. In other words, 
the learners treated the L2 as an object rather than the tool even in the activities aimed at meaning-
oriented production. As Long (2014) pointed out, the task-supported approach and task-based 
approach are based on totally different theories. This is why I suggest the importance of implementing 
TBLT (rather than task-supported LT) in elementary schools. 
Then, can TBLT be implemented in a classroom with complete beginner learners? I have argued 
that this can be achieved by means of input-based tasks (Shintani, 2012). An input-based task meets 
the above criteria for tasks but only requires learners to process (Le., comprehend) an L2 feature in the 
oral or written input they are exposed in order to achieve the task outcome. Thus, for the third 
condition ("Learners should largely rely on their own resources"), learners need t.o comprehend the L2 
using their non-linguistic knowledge (e.g., background knowledge and other available information 
such as pictures or gestures associated with the input) as well as their limited linguistic knowledge. In 
Shintani (2012), I used simple listen-and-do tasks involving an information-gap. Students had to find 
the flash cards COITesponding to the teacher's L2 commands. In Shintani (2013), I reported that the 
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input-based tasks were more effective than the PPP in teaching vocabulary, because the learners 
completed the input-based tasks voluntarily when they produced the target words in order to 
negotiate for meaning. 
Another key issue is how tasks can be sequenced from easy to difficult. Ellis (2003) proposed four 
aspects of task design which determine task difficulty: input, conditions, processes and outcomes. The 
following table summarizes the factors that need to be taken into account in determining task 
complexity. 
Table 1 
Grading tasks (Baralt, Gilabert, & Robinson, 2014 drawing from Ellis, 2003) 
Criterion Easy Difficult 
Input Ci.e., nature of the input provided in the task) 
1. Medium pictorial --+ written 
2. Code complexity • high frequent vocabulary 
3. Cognitive complexity 
a) information type 
b) amount of information 
• short and simple 
sentences 
static --+ dynamic 
few elements/ relationships 
oral 
• low frequent 
vocabulary 
• complex sentences 
--+ abstract 
many elements/ 
relationships 
c) degree of structure well-defined structure little structure 
d) context dependency here·and·now there·and-then 
4. Familiarity of information familiar nnfamj)jar 
C'.nndif:ions (i.e., way in which the information is presented to learners and the way in which it is to 
be used) 
1. Interactant relationship 
2. Task demands 
one·way 
single task 
3. Discourse mode in which learners dialogic 
two-way 
dual task 
monologic 
must perform the task 
Processes Ci.e., the nature of the cognitive operations and discourse that the task requires) 
1. Cognitive operations 
1) type exchanging information/ 
reasoning 
--+ exchanges opinions 
2) reasoning need few steps involved many steps involved 
Outmme Ci.e., the nature of the cognitive operations and discourse that the task requires) 
1. Medium pictorial --+ written --+ oral 
2.Scope closed open 
3. Discourse mode of task outcome lists, descriptions, narratives, --+ instructions, 
classifications arguments 
The complexity of a task can be increased by drawing on the features listed in the 'difficult' 
column of Table 1. The complexity of the input, for example, can be increased by including descriptive 
details about the referents of the commands and descriptions that comprise the input instead of the 
simple commands I used in my study. The t.ask conditions can also be changed by switclring from an 
input-based (one-way) task to a production-based (two-way) task with the students working in pairs to 
take it in turns to give commands/ descriptions to each other. Ellis and He's (1999) study, for example, 
included both input-both tasks of the listen·and·do type used in my study and also output-based tasks 
involving the same task materials. A simple information-gap task can also be modified to include 
reasoning-gaps. This also changes the outcome of the task from closed to open. 
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3. The Skills Needed t.o Implement Tasks 
One of the primary reasons for the failure to implement TBLT in Japan is that teachers lack 
confidence in their ability t.o implement tasks in their lessons. The issue is particularly significant for 
elementary school t.eachers, who generally have very limit.ed opportunities for developing English 
t.eaching skills in theirpre·service training <see Hu & McKay, 2012; Sakamoto, 2012). Surveys have 
shown that the lack of confidence in t.eaching communicative English among t.eachers is a serious 
issue, particularly for elementary school t.eachers. Fennelly and Luxton (2011) reported that of the 14 7 
primary t.eachers they surveyed, only 9% said they were confident in their English teaching abilities, 
and 72% expressed a lack of confidence in teaching English. 
The lack of confidence stems from two sources - a lack of the linguistic skills needed to use English 
fluently in the classroom, and a lack of the methodological skills to design and implement tasks for 
their own teaching cont.exts. Both of these two areas need addressing. Acquiring sufficient 
communicative compet.ence for using English with full confidence is obviously desirable, but requires 
substantial time and effort on the t.eacher's side. I, therefore, suggest that teachers first focus on 
developing their methodological skills, specifically by equipping themselves with a better 
understanding of how to design and use tasks in their classrooms. Carless (2003) found that even 
when elementary school t.eachers in Hong Kong possessed the necessary English proficiency to 
implement task-based t.eaching, they still struggled to do so, in part because they were unclear of what 
a 'task' was and because they equat.ed TBLT with group work. 
There is another reason for focusing on teachers' methodological skills: preparing t.eachers to teach 
lessons using tasks will creat.e opportunities for teachers t.o use English communicatively and thus 
help them to develop their own English proficiency. I would argue that teachers need to be "model 
learners" for their students; if students see their teacher struggling t.o use English to communicate, 
they will be more prepared t.o try to do themselves. To overcome their lack of oonfidence in speaking 
English, teachers oould prepare some 'scripts' of the language needed t.o implement a particular task. 
Although tasks often require teachers t.o respond t.o students flexibly, the L2 commands used in input· 
based tasks can be easily prepared and practiced by the t.eacher. Reeves (2010) reported a study that 
showed the benefits of t.eaching based on a scripted instruction programme (i.e., instruction based on 
standardi2.ed, written scripts). As Reeves oomment.ed, "t.eaching by script opened insight into the 
English language and introduced the teachers to new pedagogical strat.egies' (p. 241). 
4.Qmclusion 
In this paper I have argued that TBLT receives a totally different theoretical support from task· 
supported language t.eaching, and that implementation of TBLT can be more easily achieved in 
elementary schools rather than junior or senior high schools. I examined two major issues in 
implementing tasks in elementary schools - the learners' limit.ed L2 proficiency and the t.eachers' lack 
of confidence. I argued that input-based tasks can be the solution to these problems. Drawing on Ellis 
(2003) I proposed some guidelines to sequence the tasks as the learners' L2 knowledge develops. I also 
suggested that teachers should focus on developing their teaching strat.egies to use tasks, which can 
also provide the teachers opportunities t.o improve their L2 proficiency. However, I do not int.end t.o 
suggest that I have solved all the problems with TBLT. There are a number of institutional issues that 
also need t.o be addressed such as the lack of teaching reso~, incentives for the implementation, 
enoouragement by the schools or peers, and appropriat.e t.eacher training opportunities (Ely, 1995). 
Also innovating with a new approach is ti.me consuming for hard-pressed t.eachers. Implementing 
tasks without solving these problems will only burden the t.eachers. However, I also believe that, as 
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Ortega (2o12) put it, an innovation in teaching st.arts with small individual successes by individual 
teachers. 
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